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Elena Bertoncini Zúbková, 2016.  
Used with kind permission of her family. 
Elena Bertoncini Zúbková, internationally renowned scholar and esteemed teacher of Swahili 
language and literature, passed away on 19th September 2018 in Pisa, Italy, leaving behind her 
loved ones: her husband, three daughters and four grandchildren. She is greatly missed by the 
Swahilist community, particularly her former students and colleagues, the young researchers she 
advised and the many Swahili writers she met and constantly encouraged. 
 Elena was born on the 2nd of March 1939 in Bratislava (Slovakia), to Maria Zúbková and the 
writer L’udo Zúbek. She first studied in Bratislava and then in Prague, where she graduated in Arabic 
and French in 1961. She had joined an extra-curricular course of Swahili at the Charles University in 
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Prague, and subsequently pursued her postgraduate studies in the African Studies program. After 
completing her studies in 1964, she taught Swahili at the same university until 1967.  
 Elena met her husband Claudio Bertoncini during holidays in Italy where they married in 1967 
and established their home in Pisa, Tuscany. The following year, Elena started teaching Swahili 
Language and Literature at the Istituto Universitario Orientale in Naples (today Università degli 
Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale”), in the Department of Arab and African Studies, where she later 
got a full professorship and remained in service until her retirement in 2009. In the course of her 
teaching, she designed the curriculum and prepared fine-quality didactic material in Italian, such as 
manuals on the Swahili language, dialects and both modern and classical literature, readers and 
wordlists. These works, which have remained mostly unpublished and cover the entire span of the 
study program, have permitted generations of students, including myself and other current 
researchers, to study and learn Swahili language and literature by using their own language. Her 
teaching methodology was based on the analysis of original texts drawn mainly from contemporary 
literature. This approach characterizes her innovative course of Swahili for Italian speakers, 
Kiswahili kwa Furaha, first published in 1978 by the Istituto Universitario Orientale and re-
edited in 2009 (Aracne Editrice, Rome). The first volume, a descriptive grammar essentially 
derived from Swahili novels, short stories, plays and poems, gives very clear explanations and 
many textual excerpts that are used as examples and as translation exercises. The second volume 
is a practice book with dialogues, drills and other exercises; the artwork in the books was mainly 
the creation of her daughter Tiziana.  
 Over the course of forty years, Elena Bertoncini Zúbková carried out assiduous research within 
the field of Swahili studies, especially of Swahili literature. Her work was pioneering in many 
respects. Firstly, she developed the study of modern and contemporary Swahili literature, a true 
innovation at a time when Swahili literary studies in Europe consisted principally of the 
philological analysis of classical Swahili poetry. Furthermore, she started collecting creative 
works and scientific publications in Swahili, which were often very difficult to find. This was 
rendered possible thanks to the interpersonal links she actively developed with many Swahili 
writers and intellectuals; for example, even before going to East Africa for the first time in 1974, 
she started corresponding with Mugyabuso Mulokozi who answered to her request for a pen-friend 
in the catholic newspaper Kiongozi around 1970. Although she did not have frequent opportunities 
to travel to Africa, she regularly met Swahili writers and scholars by attending conferences on 
African linguistics and literature. In particular, she hardly ever missed to attend the annual 
international Swahili studies conference “Swahili Colloquium” which had been founded in 1987 by 
Gudrun Miehe, retired professor of “Afrikanistik”, and permanently established at the University of 
Bayreuth, Germany. 
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 Besides enriching the library at the University of Naples “L’Orientale”, these collections were 
catalogued by Elena into extensive bibliographies and constitute a huge literary corpus that she 
approached from a double perspective, both broad and analytical. Her commitment to producing a 
reference work on modern Swahili literature resulted in the volume Outline of Swahili Literature: 
Prose Fiction and Drama (Brill, Leiden). First published in 1989, it was re-edited in 2009 with 
the collaboration of Mikhail Gromov, Said Khamis and Kyallo Wamitila. It is a precious resource 
for consultation and is enriched by two appendices, which list contemporary authors and their 
novels, short-story collections and plays. At the same time, Elena engaged in the critical study of, 
often freshly printed, Swahili literary works, producing remarkable analyses in her numerous 
essays and articles (many of which have been published in Swahili Forum), which have become an 
important point of reference for all scholars in the field. She was very keen on profound textual 
analyses by applying her excellent linguistic and stylistic skills, as can be seen in her second 
English-language volume Vamps and Victims. Women in Modern Swahili Literature (Rüdiger 
Köppe, Köln), published in 1996. Furthermore, in the 1990s, she started to apply the comparative 
perspective both to the teaching of Bantu languages – she wrote a contrastive grammar Shona-
Swahili for Italian speaking students (unpublished manuscript), and to literary criticism, with 
articles on the Shona novel and the Zimbabwean writer Charles Mungoshi. 
 Elena was also an untiring translator, and translation for her was an important didactic tool. 
Thus, she asked her students to translate Swahili prose or poetry during her courses and, more 
extensively, as an integral part of writing their degree theses. She translated two of her father L’udo 
Zúbek's works, La sorgente nascosta (Skrytý prameň; The Hidden Spring, 1989) and Ostaggi 
(Rukojemníci; Hostages, 2014), and distinguished herself through her numerous translations of 
Swahili works. She translated Swahili creative writings by authors such as Mohamed Suleiman 
Mohamed, Euphrase Kezilahabi, Said Ahmed Mohamed, Farouk Topan, Mugyabuso Mulokozi, 
among others, both into her native Slovak, and her adopted language, Italian, through which she 
made Swahili literature available in Italy.1  
 A versatile polyglot, Elena was always very attentive of the international dimension of teaching 
and research and early on, she established constant, lasting relationships across the academic world. 
She collaborated with scholars in Europe and Africa, as is reflected in the volume in her honour and 
memory, Lugha na Fasihi. Scritti in onore e memoria di / Essays in honour and memory of Elena 
Bertoncini Zúbková (UniorPress, Naples 2019), edited by Roberto Gaudioso and myself, which 
                                                 
1 The complete list of Elena Bertoncini Zubkova’s translations of Swahili literature is comprised in my article 
“Literary Translations at the University of Naples “L’Orientale”, Swahili Forum 25 (2018): 169-173, Special Issue 
“Swahili Literature in Global Exchange: Translations, Translators and Trends”, ed. by Uta Reuster-Jahn & Serena 
Talento, available at: https://ul.qucosa.de/api/qucosa%3A35333/attachment/ATT-0/. 
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contains plurilingual contributions by a number of Swahilists, from Europe and Africa, and creative 
works, including unpublished texts by Swahili authors Abdilatif Abdalla, Kulikoyela Kahigi, 
Ustadh Mau, Kithaka wa Mberia and Farouk Topan. She was an active member of various 
international associations such as the Association Pour l’Étude des Littératures Africaines 
(APELA) and the African Literature Association (ASA), and she was often invited to teach Swahili 
literature abroad. She taught at the Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales 
(INALCO; “Langues O’”) in Paris for many years and, between 1989 and 1995, gave intensive 
courses at universities in Germany, the Netherlands and Finland.  
 In this way, Elena educated generations of scholars in Italy and across Europe who specialized 
in Swahili studies, like Graziella Acquaviva (University of Turin), Irene Brunotti (University of 
Leipzig), Serena Talento (University of Bayreuth), Lutz Diegner (Humboldt University of 
Berlin), and myself (University of Naples “L’Orientale”). Apart from Swahili studies, she also 
taught scholars who specialized in other disciplines, like Sergio Baldi, retired professor of Hausa 
language, Maddalena Toscano, retired lecturer in Bantu languages and literatures (both at 
“L’Orientale”) and Maria Suriano, historian at the University of the Witwatersrand 
(Johannesburg), who often employs Swahili-language sources for her research.  
 Due to her merit of initiating the study of modern Swahili literature in Europe, she has been 
affectionately called “Mama Fasihi ya Kiswahili” (‘Mother of Swahili Literature’) by Gudrun 
Miehe and the participants of the Swahili Colloquium. This honorary nickname of hers is also an 
expression of how she gave motherly counsel and encouraged her students, and then continued to 
inspire them and other researchers after her retirement. Her legacy is enormous. 
 Elena mpendwa, mwenye utu na ubingwa tele, tunakukosa sana. Upumzike kwa amani. 
